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COULD CITIES FEED THEMSELF?  
(The case of the Urban Agriculture Movement in Cuba)  
Eduardo Francisco Freyre Roach and May Ling Chan 
 
Introduction 
 
The recent International Forum on Statement on Nutrition Security of 
Urban Populations celebrated in September 2012, in Naples, Italy, approved the new version of 
Statement on Nutrition Security of Urban Populations in which it demanded that urban 
agriculture should be contributed to food availability, food security and nutrition (United Nations 
Standing Committee on Nutrition (UNSCN), 2012). The effort to address food and nutrition 
security in rural areas is closely linked to what is going on in urban areas (FAO, 2012a; FAO, 
2012b).  
 
In addition, the food production, processing and transportation are responsible for 8% of the 
average person's carbon (and 23% of their ecological footprint). It can be reducing this by 
growing fruit and vegetables in the cities (Sustainable places, 2011). 
However, it is really possible that city could sustainable 
feed themselves? The Cuban success in Urban Agriculture 
offers solid facts and arguments to sustain this hope and to 
tackle this challenge.  
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The Birth of Urban Agriculture Movement in Cuba 
 
Between 1975 and 1985 56 % and 53 % of calories intake and 64 % and 59 % of protein that 
Cuba consumed were imported from Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USRR) and the 
Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (COMECON).  When theses Eastern Europe Socialist 
Alliance collapsed in 1991, protein intake dropped by 40 % and per capita calorie consumption 
fell to 65.1 % (Sinclair and Mirnor, 2001; Chan and Freyre, 2012). 
 
Despite this external factor, the Cuban agriculture has been in trouble since the end of 1980. It 
was affected by problems such as massive input requirements, growing dependence on outside 
resources, inefficient land use, centralized top-down control of agriculture and markets, and lack 
of incentives to live and work in the countryside (Nova, 2010).  
 
On the other hand, the situation was got worse, because U.S tightened the Embargo. The Cuban 
Democracy Act (Torricelli Law in 1992 and Helms-Burton Law in 1996) imposed penalties on 
U.S and its subsidiaries that joined in trade with Cuba.   
 
Before 1990 the production and market of vegetables in Cuba was monopolized by a large state 
enterprise where horticultural techniques such as hydroponics and “zeoponics 1 . These 
technologies required the heavy use of materials and chemical products imported thanks the 
Cuban integration to Eastern Europe Socialist Block. But, in 1991 this alliance collapsed and 
Cuban agriculture enters into crisis. Without chemicals pesticides and fertilizers, metal 
containers, and cement, the theses technologies could not be used anymore.  
 
In order to overcome the difficulties brought by this crisis the State introduced a policy in 1991, 
called “The Special Period in Peacetimes” a period of total austerity and structural adjustment. 
One of the results of this policy was that the government decentralized the State-owned land 
tenure and food market, and also implemented a new system of food protection for the 
population. It is precisely the context in which Cuban people started intensively to produce food 
every where with organic methods. The Cuban Urban Agriculture Movement born as a part of 
this popular movement.  
 
                                                 
1
 It is planting in zeolite subtract   
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This movement was pushed by State intervention and support even before the crisis. In 1987 
Raúl Castro Ruz, Minister of Armed Forces, today President of Cuba, ordered the 
experimentation and introduction of “organoponics2 in the farms of Armed Forces, and then 
suggested in the vegetables urban production across al country as well (Koont, 2009). People has 
started building organoponics in backyards, on porches, rooftops, balconies, and abandoned lots. 
Of course, when Cuba enters into the crisis, the movement stared to develop intensively. 
 
 
U.S Embargo against Cuba no!, but…. 
 
As well known, in October 1960 the Cuban government nationalized the properties of U.S citizens and corporations.  
The U.S responded by implementing the economic Embargo or blockade and other measures in order to stop the 
Cuban Revolution.   
However, since 2001 the United States has allowed certain companies to sell food to Cuba as humanitarian aid, but 
with cash payment. In 2007 food imports from the United States were valued at 438 million USD, representing 30% 
of total food imports (U.S.-Cuba Trade and Economic Council, 2010). The Government has arranged that imports of 
food from United States must not exceed 50% (Sánchez y Triana, 2008). 
Obviously, Torricelli Law-1991 and Helms-Bulton law-1992 have made it extremely difficult even today to tackle 
this crisis, because these new sanctions increased the shipping costs, interest rates, and the price of products on the 
Global market. From March 2011 to March 2012, the affectations for the purchase of food and agricultural products 
are estimated at 131 million 572 thousand 967 dollars (MINREX, 2012).  
For the 20th consecutive years the UN General Assembly adopted in October 2011 a resolution to condemn the U.S. 
blockade of Cuba. The two opposing votes came from the United States and Israel and three abstentions from 
Federated States of Micronesia, Marshall Islands and Palau. 
No doubt that the Embargo adds up to an enormous economic burden on Cuban people. But, on the other hand, US 
Embargo is an adverse situation that inspire Cuban ingenious solutions and to focus in our potentialities and food 
sovereignty.  
As the saying goes…. “Necessity is the Mother of Invention”.  
 
 
The Land Area of AU-ASUB Program 
 
The movement was called “The Movement of Organoponics and Intensive Orchards” in 1987. 
Ten year later, it was called “The Urban Agriculture Movement”. It is of State agrarian police 
that in 1997 adopts the Sustainable Agriculture as a key technological strategy, expressed in the 
IX Charter on Sustainable Agriculture on the Cuban Environmental Law 81-1997.  
 
Since 1987 to 2008 the urban program has covered a circle of ten kilometres from the center of 
each of the fourteen provincial capitals; five kilometres from the center of the municipal capitals; 
and two kilometres from the center of towns of more than 10,000 inhabitants.  
                                                 
2
 The organoponics” are rectangular-walled constructions containing raised beds of a mixture of soil and organic 
compost. 
 4 
In July 2007, current president Raúl Castro Ruz publicly stated that 51% of the agricultural lands 
in the country were vacant or unoccupied. Thus, he announced that land would be handed over in 
usufruct to anyone who had the will, ability and resources to produce on them immediately. In 
September 2008, Decree 259 was enacted, providing land grants to anyone with the skills and 
resources required to make them immediately productive. 
 
The Suburban program (ASUB) started in this context. This Program develops in ten kilometres 
outside cities and towns and two kilometres outside villages with 1000 inhabitants. Likewise the 
Urban Program, the main objective of the program is to produce food sustainable and closer to 
the citizen population.  
 
That’s why, since 2009 the urban movement has called “The Integral Program of Urban and 
Suburban Agriculture” (AU-ASUB) (Campanioni, 2012).  
 
The AU-ASUB Program operates across the country and in all form of land tenure, with strong 
state, academic, and NGO support, and people participation. 
 
It is clear, that development of AU-ASUB belong to the State strategy in involve the largest 
number of availed land and people. It was estimated that the Suburban Program may be 
developed in 600 thousand hectares (Grogg, 2010). 
 
The land area of Urban Agriculture was 6 thousand 213 hectares in 1991, that represented 30% 
of the available land and 14.6% of the country’s total area (12,589 S/KM). In that time the urban 
agriculture occupied five square meters for every Cuban citizen (Campanioni et al. 2002). This 
figure does not represent land under production, but rather land with the potential for urban agri-
culture.  
 
But in 2011 the Program (include the ASUB Program) was developed in 47271 hectares: 
intensive orchards (8233.2 hectares), semi protected crops (384 hectares), household plots 
(12983 hectares), and suburban enterprises (25671 hectares). 
 
The Mission of the program AU-ASUB is support a local food self-sufficiency and its social 
objective is to contribute to meet the food demand of the local population, using agro-ecological 
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technologies, based on mobilizing and create a high degree of territorial sustainability of 
productive inputs, natural resources and the training of the producers. 
 
How the AU y ASUB Program is operates?  
 
The Program is chaired by Institute for Research in Tropical Agriculture (INIFAT) thought the 
National Group of AU and ASUB. This Group is integrated by 6 Ministry and 16 Institutions.  
 
The National Group as extensional and advice technical agent, systematically checks, monitors, 
and evaluates the accomplishment of mission, objectives, goals, strategy, principles and 
regulations of Program across the countries.  
 
The National Group develops evaluation annually and During the Annual evaluation the National 
Group classifies farms, municipals and provinces as “Good”, “Regular” and “Wrong”, and also 
offers training activities to producer. 
 
Each province has its Sub-delegations, Chief, and Group of AU-ASUB chaired by Vice-
President of the provincial Government. Also, each municipality has it Group chaired groups 
chaired by the local government.  
 
The urban farmers can by products such seeds, fertilizers, biological means, and other products 
in the special Municipal Agricultural Stores, that are working as well as extension mechanism 
that provides to them technical advice an training to urban farmers.  
 
The Program is integrated by working sub-programs (25 in AU and 28 in ASUB) which include 
Land Use, Soil Management and conservation, Seeds production, Agro-ecological Pest 
Management, Management and Use of Water, Animal feeds, Marketing, Apiculture and 
Pollination, Small-scale Agro-industry, Training, Logistic, Horticulture and Fresh Herbs 
production, Moringa (Tree specie M. oleifera), Medical plants and dried herbs, Flower, Fruits, 
Bananas, Tropical roots and tubers, Grains, Trees, coffee, and cocoa, Rice, Semi-protected 
organoponics, Poultry, Rabbit breeding, Sheep, Goats, Swine, and Cows.  
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The Organic Techniques Used in the Urban and Suburban Famers 
 
All production in the program is based on a sustainable, closed-loop system that allows for the 
recycling of agricultural, livestock, industrial, and household waste. Since 1987 the Program is 
implemented according to the following principles: 
• Uniform distribution throughout the country 
• Logical correspondence between production and number of dwellers of each region. 
• Intensive use of organic matter. 
• Crop-animal integration. 
• Use of each path of available land to produce food, guaranteeing intensive production. 
• Multidisciplinary integration and the intense application of science and technology. 
• A fresh supply of good quality products, offered directly to the population, guaranteeing 
a balanced production of not less than 300 g of vegetables daily per capital. 
• Maximum use of the potential to produce food, such as the labor force available and 
recycling of wastes and by-products for plant and animal nutrition (Campanioni et al., 
2002). 
 
In the Program, use of chemical fertilizer, pesticides, import seeds, diesel and electricity are prohibited 
(Campanioni, 2012). 
 
What techniques are being used by urban and suburban farming? 
 
The Combine crops techniques 
 
The Cuban Urban and Suburban farmers apply combined crops techniques such intercropping and 
strip-cropping. The studies indicate that by using multiple cropping or association of crops, we are 
able to reduce infestation of crops from 65% to 14%, to stimulate natural soil fertility, to restore 
productive capacity, and to increase yields (Funes, 2008). It was demonstrated in Cuba that the 
traditional association between maize, beans and cassava could yield twice as high as the sum of 
each one in monoculture (IFOAM, 2009). 
 
The Cuban combine crops technology includes the following issue: 
• Optimal use of the area and the periphery. 
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• Selection a main crop  
• Choose plants with differences in their root system. 
• Keep a balance between plants that improve the soil (legumes) and high extraction plants. 
• Seed plants of high yield potential, resistant to pests and diseases, adapted to the region 
and time of sowing, and requiring the same means of preparation and management of soil 
and water. 
• Take into account the actual and local demand. 
• Respect the dates of each kind of vegetable planting. 
• Planting crops that are showing same susceptibility to pests. 
• Sowing or transplants according to the phases of the moon. 
• Be not less than six rotations per hectare/year. 
• Before a plant fails, replace it in time with the same crop or put a plant of a shorter cycle. 
• Achieve yield not less than 20 Kg/m2/year, based on the gross area. (Around 1, 66 Kg/m) 
(2 months) (Rodríguez Nodals, et al., 2007). 
 
The Organoponic Technique 
 
The organoponic technique is most commonly used in the AU and ASUB Programs. The National 
Group recommends: 
• These constructions should be building preferably in unproductive and plain areas, close 
to consumers, integrated to the aesthetics of the environment, and in North-South 
direction.  
• The optimum length of the Mason should be 15 to 25 m, with 2 meters of the organic 
substrate, 0.3 m of the corridors of 0.5 m.  
• The amount of organic matter to be applied must be greater than 10 kg/m2 (100t/ 
hectares). 
• Several organic sources may be used for the preparation of substrates. 
• Guarantee high quality of the substrate, with no less than 50% of organic matter 
• Use the method of Chinese stonemason consisting mixing 30 cm of the soil layer and 30 
cm of soil extracted with organic matter. 
• To restore the fertility of the stonemason mixture, it can be applied in the nest of the 
posture or seed planting. Investigations indicate that, after 2 years of continuous cropping, 
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the values of phosphorus and potassium can be lowered to a half. Similarly, it is true with 
the content of easily degradable organic matter which can vary from 45 percent at the 
start, up to 15 to 20% after 2 years without systematic application. 
• Organic amendments should apply once in the year, in the amount of approximately 10 
kg/m², which is equivalent to a 2 cm thick layer.  
 
The Organic fertilizers 
 
The Urban and Suburban producers use different organic fertilizers. For example, they use 
Animal manure, and Green Manure to fix nitrogen, recycle phosphorus and potassium, and also 
some of them are used for animal feed and weed control.  
 
The use of Compost is very popular. It could be made from post-harvest wastes and crop residues. 
The compost is often inoculated with micro-organism (Azospirillum orizae, Trichoderma and 
others) to increase the decomposition.  
 
THE WASTE IS NO WASTE ANY MORE! 
 
 
Irania, founded of Processing Center for Solid Urban Waste (CEPRU), converted a rubbish dump into an urban farm 
in Guantánamo. In interview she comments.  
This used to be a horrible landfill that caused health problems, high morbidity, diarrhoea and 
respiratory problems. There was no culture of environmental protection and the people here did not 
know the dangers they were exposing themselves to. I got the idea to create a different kind of landfill, 
and improve the environmental conditions. So i started to work here, all on my own. I used everything: 
bagasse [sugarcane residue], sawdust, leaves and anything available as a means of conservation. We 
are now marketing seeds, organic fertilizers and other products. We received an award from the united 
nations, the only one ever awarded in Cuba. We also received the CNN Heroes Award, which is also the 
only [such] prize awarded to a Cuban organization. 
In  the CEPRU 150 tons of rubbish was eliminated monthly; 2 400 tons of compost in 2000 and 775000 in 2006;, 
1200 tons of vermicompost in 2000; reforested three hectares of land and grew some 1,000 seedlings a year. Today 
Irania promotes mini CEPRU projects throughout the area and in other provinces and aspires to turn them into 
environmental advocacy centers.  
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The Organoponics Revolution  
 
 
.  
You can see that organoponics are building used different local resources and should be integrated to the aesthetics 
of the environment. 
As organic amendments it can use: 
• Ashes from the slow combustion of the husk of rice or other organic matter mixed with 0.6 kg/m of 
Vermicompost.  
• Zeofert III. It is a mixture of manure with zeolites, which can be applied to substrates in amount of 1.5 to 
4.5 kg/m².  
• Use crushed stem crushed of banana plant in doses of 2 kg / m². It provides potassium.  
• Humus earthworm dose of 0.6 kg/m².  
• Mycorrhizae with Biostin.  
• Biostin (Azotobacter) foliar, applied at the rate of 2 L backpack. Biobras-16. 
• The Crop rotation with legumes rich in nitrogen (legume). 
• Keep the cover surface to prevent erosion due to the direct impact of the Sun and the rain blows (Rodríguez 
et al., 2007).  
Finally, the organoponics uses have shops in it area or near in order to offer of fresh vegetables to consumers and 
saving cost for store and transportation. 
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The Cuban Urban and Suburban producer aims to use Bio-fertilizers. The use of bio-fertilizers 
helps crops increase production by 40 %. In the table 3 we can see the different kind of bio-
fertilizers and its impact in terms of chemical fertiliser substitution.  
  
Table 3. Principal uses of biofertilizers in Cuba 
 
BIOFERTILIZER CROPS SUBSTITUTION ACHIEVED 
Rhizobium Beans, peanuts, soybeans, and cowpeas 75%-80% of the N fertilizer 
Bradrhizobium Soybeans and forage legumes 80 % of the N fertiliser 
Azotobacter choococum Vegetables, cassava, sweet potato, 
maize, rice. 
15 %-50% of the N fertiliser 
Azospirilum brasilense Rice 25 % of N fertilisers 
Phosphorous 
solublilizing bacteria 
Vegetables, cassava, sweet potato, 
citrus fruits, coffee nurseries 
50 %-100% of P fertiliser 
Mycorrrhizae Coffee nurseries 30 % of the N and K fertilizers 
  
Source: Treto et al., 2002.  
 
How to produce vermicompost? 
The use of worm humus (vermicompost or earthworm) is also very common in 
Urban and Suburban farms. In this matter, the National Group of AU-ASUB 
recommends (Rodríguez et al., 2007): 
• Use of specie Eisenia fetida, known commonly as red California worm. 
• Use of boxes, crates or any container of wood or other material, or beds  
directly on the floor, mattresses or gutters 
• Use as food for the earthworms kitchen waste and other wastes. 
• To medium- and large-scale required the implementation of a system of 
earthworms compost in established beds. 
• Planting five thousand worms per m2 of cultivation in three months, that 
avoids obtaining from eleven to sixteen thousand worms depending on the 
conditions where the crop is being developed. 
• Do the “test of the box”.  This test consists of placing 50 worms in a box 
with the food that is to be used in the masons or canoes. 24 Hours live earthworms should be and if there are more 
than 49, food can be used, while if the number is less food should not be used. The box test is mandatory. 
• All food must be administered to the worm with features that allow ingestion, if one takes into account that 
the worm does not have a Masticator and accurate device that it can be sucked into his mouth. Therefore you must 
have the following characteristics: 1. pH around neutral. 2. A degree of moisture that allows its ingestion. 3 Enough 
shredded and fluffy. 4. The non-presence of substances toxic or harmful to earthworms. 
• For every ton of organic matter that is consumed, they will produce 500 to 600 kg of humus. 
• Ensure 80% humidity in the substrate during all the time.  
• Regulate the temperature, since earthworms nor tolerate that this is high. The optimum temperature range is 
between 20 and 28 ºc and can be controlled through irrigation and shade.  
• To be used the vermicompost depends on the modality of cultivation that is exploited, but some dose of 
humus is recommended. Gardens: 600 gram/m2. Flowers: 20 to 50 grams per plant lawns: 500 g/m2 pots: 8 
tablespoons per pot. Medicinal plants: 30 to 40 g per plant. Organoponics and intensive orchards: 0.6 to 1 kg/m2. 
The vermicompost has been used in different crops. It use permits substituting chemical fertilizers in 25% to 100 % 
(table 2). 
 
 11 
 
Table 2. Using of Worm Compost (Vermicompost) Casting in 
Different Crops in Cuba 
CROP DOSAGE 
(T/HA) 
EQUIVALENT CHEMICAL 
FERTILISER (%) 
Potato 5 25-50 
Tobacco 4 65 (phosphorus and potassium) 
Plantain 10 50 
Tomato 4 25-50 
Garlic 4 100 (nitrogen) 
Onion, 4 50-75 
Pepper 4 25 
sweet potato 4 25 
Source: Treto and García, 2002. 
  
The biological pest control 
 
The biological pest control is use a lot by the urban and suburban producers. This methods basis 
on the promotion of local biodiversity, the selection of native resources, and the elimination of 
measures that destroy the natural enemies and the stimulation of measures that favor the growth 
of  `good` insects. 
 
The adoption of biological pest control in Cuba is getting higher. According to the available data, 
More that 56% (more 1000 hectares) of Cultivate Area has treated with Biological controls 
between 1991 and 2006 (Fernández, 2007; RAPAL, 2007, Pérez Consuegra, 2010, Vazquez et 
al., 2010). 
 
Recently it was determined that Cuban food producers have adopted: 
•  217 parasitoids species for the control of 73 pest-cultivations,  
• 6 predator species for 14 pest-cultivations.  
• 4 strains of the bacteria Bacillus thuringiensis for 25 pest-cultivations (pasture land, 
cabbage, citrus, potatoes, banana, tobacco, and vegetables). In Cuba, products based on B. 
thuringiensis were obtained and have been used since the 1970s. Today it represents over 
40% of all biological controls (Carreras, 2011). 
• 5 five species of entomopathogen fungus for 52 pest-cultivations 
• The Entomopathogen nematode H. bacteriophora for 11 pest-cultivations.  
 
In total the farmer use 30 biological controllers (Vazquez et al, 2010; Vázquez and Fernández, 
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2007)  
 
The botanical products are being used as well, for example, extracts made from the Neem 
(Azadirachta indica.), garlic (Allium sativum), Calendula (Calendula officinalis), onion (Allium 
cepa), horsetail (Equisetum bogotense), Higuerilla (Ricinus communis), rude (Route graveolens), 
and tobacco (Nicotiana tabacum).  
 
The National Group recommends the use in not less than 4 types of repellent plants to produce 
vegetables, between them are Basil, French origin, and the Neem tree. They also establish 
barriers of Flor Jamaica (Hibiscus subdariffa), and corn on the periphery of the plot or mason.  
 
 
Centres of Reproduction of Entomophages and Entomopathogens (CREE) 
 
Since 1993 to 2006, more than 237 Centres of (all these products of biological control) Reproduction of 
Entomophages and Entomopathogens (CREE) were set up.  The CREE production is artisanal. As of today, 186 
CREE are still working. In fact, these units are in operation based on needs. In 2011 the production of the biological 
products are absorbed by special pharmaceutical laboratories (LABIOFARM). However, the use of CREE products 
is prohibiting in the AU and ASUB Program. The National Group encourages that the production of biological 
means according to the local needs (Campanioni, 2012). 
 
 
 
The Fungus Trichoderma harzianum, 
The fungus Trichoderma harzianum (in citrus, tomatoes, pepper…) is used to control 
soil borne and other pathogens. It is being used in control of Fusarium wilt caused by 
Fusarium oxysporum f. sp. cubense (Foc ) that is one of the most important diseases of 
banana. (Pérez Vicente et al., 2009). 
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The Marigold (Calendula officinalis) 
 
This plant, known as “Flor de muerto” is very 
popular in Cuba. It is the most insect repellent plan 
that use in urban and suburban farms and gardens. 
It is planted among vegetables. 
 
The AU-ASUB recommends the use of color traps, like plants or colored objects against insects, 
with the ratio of  50% yellow, 25% blue and 25% white (Rodríguez et al, 2007). 
 
The Crop-Livestock System 
 
In light of the crisis, it was necessary to feed Livestock by pasture rather than using imported 
concentrated feeds. Many studies in Cuba demonstrated that productive results of integrated 
crop-livestock system surpassed those of the specialized livestock system alone that previously 
prevailed in Cuba (Funes, 2009). In the AU and ASUB the livestock sub-program provides 70% 
of the organic fertilizers used in the agricultural sub-programs. 
 
The Animal Traction 
 
As it said before, the Urban and Suburban farmers could no use tractors. Therefore, they use 
animal traction.  In order to save labor with minimal to zero tilling and minimal soil compaction, 
farmers and specialists in machinery invented the “The Multiarado” (multi - use tool), a farm 
implement that could perform multiple functions and attach tools in different positions. 
 
The impacts of Urban and Suburban Program 
 
In 1998 the Program produced 75% of the fresh vegetables consumed in the country, that 
represented 215 grams day per person (Campanioni et.al., 2002). In 2002 it produced 2360.1 tons 
that represented 576 g day per person (Grupo Nacional de Agricultura Urbana, 2002).  
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Thanks to the AU and ASUB Cuba imported proximally 1 % of vegetables in 2003 (Altieri and 
Funes Monzote, 2012).  
 
Today the Program of AU and ASUB produced more than 1 million tons of fresh vegetables 
(Farrell, 2012). Urban farms supply 70 percent or more of all the fresh vegetables consumed in 
cities such as Havana and Villa Clara (Altieri and Funes Monzote, 2012).  
 
The production of organic fertilizers has increased: 24 tons in 1989, 145 tons in 2001, 6528 tons 
in 2006, and 6700 tons in 2009 (Campanioni, 2012).  
 
Thanks of the Program the country by use of organic fertilizers (and not chemical fertilizers) 
saved 39 million 449 thousand 600 USD / year and 2 million 504 thousand USD/year by use 
biological means (not chemical pesticides). 
 
It avoided to replacement of 75% of the imports of seeds of lettuce, 50% of the radish and 80% 
of Chinese chard.  
 
In 2000 the Program has created 160.000 jobs (López 2000, cited by Campanioni et al., 2002). 
Between 2005 and 2009, urban agriculture employed more than 384,000 people, 21% of whom 
were women, 10% retired people and 20% youth (Herrera 2009) and 300,000 in 2012 (Gonzalez 
Ivet, 2012). 
 
Increasingly, the AU-ASUB Program is contributing to the diversification of urban consumption 
patterns. 
 
 Lesson from Cuba Urban agriculture experience 
 
The Cuba’s urban agriculture grounds in a unique social, political and organizational history. For 
example, despite recent setbacks, the Cuban state has not abandoned its political will to ensure 
social services such as health care, nutrition, education and social security. These services benefit 
all Cubans—in the countryside and in the city; black, white and mulatto; women and men; young 
and old. Even the most remote parts of the countryside they have access to electricity, water, 
schools and medical services.  
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75 % of population in Cuba lives in the cities.  
 
It is possible to thinks that due to the opportunities and incentives offered by the AU-ASUB 
Program, a lot of people that abandoned the countryside in 70s and 80s, came back to agriculture.  
 
On the other hand, the education levels in Cuba are high. While in 90 the scarcity of resources 
such oil, fertilizers, pesticides, machinery came, Cuba with 2 % of Latin American population 
has 11 % of scientists of Latin America. The schooling rate is Cuba is 96.9 %. The tertiary 
enrolment rate is 63.2%. One of every 17 residents and 5.4% of the Cuban population is a 
graduate in Universities. It is ease understand that the human capital created by Cuban 
Revolution has potentialities to archive success in urban agriculture. 
 
Cuban state perceives good food as a universal right. The government’s position is that a healthy 
diet should not be available only to those with the means to buy it, and thirdly, the state 
guarantees food safety. This is why, for example, the organic food produced by urban farmers—
who are strictly prohibited from using agrochemicals by the Ministry of Agriculture— does not 
have special certification or a higher price. The classification of farms that operates in the AU-
ASUB does not have any price implications in the household market.  
 
Today, in Cuba, many believe that the establishment of Organic Certification to be operated in 
the local market would not make any sense. At least all vegetables that Cuban consumes daily 
are organic and fresh. There is no other choice. Other food such rice, potatoes, and beans have 
been produced in mixed farms, with low pesticides and fertilizers. In short, in Cuba the borders 
between Organic and Non-Organic Production are barely perceptible.  
 
In Cuba the State subsidizes many products and services which are more expensive in other parts 
of the world3. The State, NGOs, and localities offered several incentives materials and morals as 
well to rural and urban farmers (Chan and Freyre, 2012). 
                                                 
3
 The guidelines of the economic and social policy of Cuban Communist Party adopted in 2011 set up “Remove the 
undue free benefits and excessive subsidies under the principle of individual compensation on the basis of need, 
rather than blanket subsidies on products…The excessive subsidies on goods and services and unduly free benefits 
will continue to be eliminated gradually.  The retail pricing will be formed on the basis of costs and without 
inefficiency cover-ups and with regard paid to the people’s income levels. 
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Despite these equality arguments, we advocate for the organic labelling of all organic products 
destined for the Cuban local market in order to allow consumers to make more informed choices, 
say if a product is free of chemical or Genetically Modified elements, and most important, as an 
incentive to the farmers who practice Sustainable agriculture. 
 
The Cuban Organic farming rural and urban experience has invited us to think about whether it is 
really possible to feed the whole population with organic techniques. Similar in other parts of the 
world, in Cuba, some people argue that organic agriculture cannot feed all the population based 
on fact that organic yields are considerably lower than conventional yields. This is a very 
controversial topic. But it is widely recognized that organic agriculture depends less on resources 
outside the farm, that it is more environmentally friendly and more resilient than conventional 
agriculture. 
 
On the other hand, it is well known that the problem of feeding the population is not just simply 
how much you produce, but it is also about equitable distribution of food, the change in the 
patterns of consumption, the protection and conservation of the environment and the 
unpredictable forces of political power. In short, achieving food security requires not only a 
technical change, but also social and mental transformations. 
 
The Cuban experience shows that the large-scale national use of organic techniques (Wrigth, 
2009), along with the release of access to land, increasing the incentives of producers, food 
protection for the entire population, the support of the State, NGOs, scientific institutions, and 
farmer knowledge, prevent any food catastrophe that might threaten Cuba as that in the 1990s. 
 
Conclusions  
 
The National Program of Urban Agriculture that was born in 1991, which brought a new 
perspective to urban reliance opposing a global trend that rural population feeds totally urban 
population.  
 
In addition, the Program permits to produce seeds that the island could start to rely on local 
production. It reduces the expenditure by use of biological pest control and organic fertilizers 
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and avoids turning garbage dump into organic gardens as well in order to reduce pollution in the 
cities. Finally, it offers a new source of job opportunities and income to the urban population.  
 
The AU-ASUB success are supported by a great popular participation and innovation across the 
countries; State police and, organization, and regulation; academic advice, institutional synergy. 
 
 
The Power of People Innovation 
  
 
Local innovation is the cornerstone of sustainable agriculture, and empowering local innovation is the challenge of 
national policies. Cuba has many lessons to offer the world in this regard. The Urban farmers Franci (Photo 1) from 
San Josè de las Lajas, showed to Chinese visitors his irrigation botter. Silvia (Photo 2), in La Palma, Pinar del Rio, 
showed her rice mill machine. Edith (Photo 3), who runs a flower organopónico in Sancti Spiritus, showed us her 
system of capture rain water. Vestina, along with her husband, Sergio, and son, Sergito (Photo 3), is responsible for 
the conservation of her family’s rice-seed bank; she keeps a collection of 50 varieties and supplies varieties to other 
farmers.The Guantánamo farmer Roberto de Dios (Photo 4) was able to share with us the homemade rice planter he 
invented. The machine is capable of opening the soil and dropping in seeds an equal distance apart: “I built her out 
of old bicycle wheels”, he said to us. In Cuba, however, agricultural innovations are quickly shared and spread 
throughout countryside before they can even be patented. 
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The word recognition of Cuban agriculture success 
 
There can be no doubt that urban farming, relying 
almost exclusively on organic techniques, has played a key role in assuring 
the food security of Cuban families over the past two to three years (Peter Rosset, 2000) 
Cuba has disproved the myth that organic agriculture cannot maintain a modern nation…other developing countries 
should take a closer look at Cuba (World Bank, 2001) 
 
Cuban society has successfully made, while under considerable duress, heroic efforts to construct its own version of 
food security for its population, and has perhaps shown the way for other societies (Koont, 2004). 
The Cuban experiment may hold many of the keys to the future survival of civilization (Pfeiffer, 2005) 
Cuba is an inspiring example of how food crises can be averted by drastically reducing chemical inputs and 
relinquishing dependency on fossil fuels (FAO, 2007) 
Socially, urban gardens boost cooperative involvement and dedication to the community. Gardeners often make 
food donations to the neighbourhoods, and especially to schools and daycare centers. In terms of the country’s 
health, urban agriculture has been tremendously successful (Kisner, 2008) 
Cuba as example that how farmers increase their yields with cheap, locally available and simple technologies, 
without damaging the environment (IFOAM, 2009) 
Even with resource and input constraints, made all the more difficult due to the blockade imposed by the United 
States, Cuba has every prospect of extending its success in urban agriculture with its helpful innovations and 
improvements in basic knowledge, technology, and social organization. The basic ingredients of such success were 
already present in Cuba: an educated population; a socially concerned and committed, people-oriented central 
government giving support and organizational backbone to the effort; and ample stimulation of decentralized 
initiative and decision making by producers at the base, encouraging local solutions to local problems (Konnt, 
2009). 
Some predicted that with the easing up of the food crisis, Cuban's urban gardens would fade away. But just the 
opposite has happened. Havana's farms and gardens are steadily increasing, both in size and number, but most 
importantly in quality. They have had a visible impact on the food security of the city and in improving the Cuban 
diet. The gardens also bring environmental benefits. Many empty lots, which earlier were informal garbage dumps, 
are now beautiful gardens that provide food to local communities and improve neighbourhood aesthetics and health 
(Sustainable cities, 2012). 
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